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Activities&#x2014;a Summary, Jan. 24-feb. 13
by Barbara Khol
Category/Department: General
Published: Tuesday, February 19, 1991
Jan. 24: According to members of the national congress, a congressional commission will meet
"in the next few days" with leaders of the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC) and
the National Liberation Army (ELN) to reopen peace talks. Jesus Antonio Bejarano, presidential
peace adviser, said the government has maintained its policy of preferring to negotiate with
rebel movements. The Simon Bolivar National Guerrilla Coordinator (CNG) now consist of the
FARC and the ELN. Following the army's raid of FARC headquarters Casa Verde near La Uribe in
southeastern Meta department on Dec. 9, the two rebel organizations strengthened their alliance,
and organized an offensive aimed at sabotage of the country's oil and electricity infrastructures.
The army occupation occurred on the same day Colombians went to the polls to elect members of
a Constituent Assembly. According to an article appearing in daily newspaper La Prensa (Bogota),
former Spanish priest Manuel Perez, head of the ELN, is preparing to return to Spain to spend
his last years "in peace and tranquility." La Prensa said Perez has established contact with the
Spanish Socialist Workers Party (PSOE) in an attempt to secure guarantees of safety to live out his
life in Spain. La Prensa indicated that Perez must obtain a pardon from the Colombian government
before he would be able to return to Spain. Jan. 25: In Ovegas municipality, Sucre department,
250 combatants of the Revolutionary Workers Party (PRT) commenced disarmament by burning
uniforms and firing salvos. Peace talks with government representatives began five months ago
when PRT rebels assembled at the Don Gabriel camp in Ovegas under government protection. [The
PRT is the second Colombian rebel group to disarm within the past year. Its leaders say they have
no political aspirations and prefer to act as a self-defense organization.] The PRT, soon to become
a legal political party, was promised a seat in the Constituent Assembly. The PRT member will
participate, but cannot vote. Convening Feb. 5, assembly sessions will continue until July. Jan. 26: In
a symbolic gesture, PRT members tossed weapons and ammunition into the Caribbean at Cartagena
de Indias, ending eight years of fighting. Former April 19 Movement (M-19) leader and current
member of the Constituent Assembly, Antonio Navarro, witnessed the disarmament ceremony.
According to a statement by PRT leader Valentin Gonzalez, principal elements of the new party's
platform are defense of national sovereignty; right to life and respect for human rights, participative
democracy and social justice; and, the eradication of numerous causes of violence. Jan. 27: The CGN
(guerrilla coordinator) released a communique asserting that the FARC and ELN are interested in
peace talks, but on their own terms. First, the talks should be held near the rebel stronghold routed
by the army in December, and government troops must suspend military operations in the area.
Next, the guerrillas called on the government to organize a team of foreign dignitaries to serve as
witnesses at the talks. Jan. 28: La Prensa (Bogota) reported that the FARC accepted a proposal by the
Venezuelan government to release kidnap victims as a good will gesture to facilitate the resumption
of peace talks. According to La Prensa, in the previous week FARC released Edgar Santoyo, a
pilot employed by the Helicol company, and 16 soldiers captured in combat near the La Macarena
mountain range (southeastern Colombia). Jan. 29: In the village of Juan Jose, Cordoba department,
the Popular Liberation Army (EPL) formalized a peace agreement with the government, ending
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25 years of armed struggle. Signing on behalf of the rebel group was EPL commander Bernardo
Jaramillo. Disarmament is scheduled to begin March 1. The EPL will be the third rebel organization
to demobilize in the past year. Feb. 3: According to a report by EFE, Colombia has become a leader
world-wide in controlling oil spills on land, largely as a result of having to contend with constant
rebel attacks on oil pipelines. In mid-1990, an attack by the ELN caused an oil spill in the Zapatosa
marsh (northern Colombia), the largest of its kind in Latin America. In eight months, the state-run
oil company, ECOPETROL, had managed to conclude the complete recovery of the eco-system.
Since 1986, when the Cano Limon-Covenas 780-km. pipeline was inaugurated, rebels have caused
the spillage of 650,000 barrels of crude in 150 separate acts of sabotage. ECOPETROL recovered
250,000 barrels. Ecological damage, mainly water pollution, has been substantial. The pipeline
crosses through some of Colombia's principal agricultural areas, such as the Arauca, Catatumbo
and Magdalena river basins. In the past 30 months, ECOPETROL has created 26 contingency teams
to respond to breaks in the main pipeline and its feeder and processing facilities. The company
reports current capabilities of recovering up to 5,000 barrels of spilled oil per hour on land. In an
interview published in La Prensa, ELN leader Manuel Perez discussed his motivations for joining
the rebel organization. La Prensa reporter Carlos Arango visited Perez in the rebel stronghold, Casa
Verde, in October last year. The interview is an excerpt from a book authored by Arango on the
ELN and Perez's life. Three priests, said Perez, played important roles in the creation of the ELN:
Colombian Camilo Torres, and Spaniards Domingo Lain and Jose Antonio Jimenez. Torres was
killed soon thereafter in combat with the army. Lain, Jimenez and Perez were involved in organizing
the poor to combat social injustice. Prior to joining the ELN, Lain worked in southern Bogota's poor
neighborhoods. The priests' work was criticized and sabotaged by the church hierarchy. Perez said
he and other Spanish clergy were sent home in the late 1960s. In Europe, the priests were contacted
by Colombian rebel organizations. After several months of work in Cartagena de Indias, Colombia,
the priests joined the ELN. According to Perez, a year after joing the rebels, Jimenez was killed in
fighting with the army near the village of Yondo, northwestern Antioquia department. Lain died in
combat in 1974, also in Antioquia. Perez said that numerous Spanish and Colombian clergypersons
joined the ELN in the late 1960s. Included among the former clergy known as Golconda were
Colombians Vicente Mejia, Manuel Alzate, Rene Garcia and Roberto Becerra. They were soon
disillusioned, result of internal conflicts, and the deaths of numerous rebels to yellow fever and
malaria. According to the rebel leader, at present the ELN consists of 2,000 combatants organized
in five fronts. Perez reiterated that the ELN practices sabotage of the country's petroleum facilities
because the government is effectively giving its oil resources away "to the big US transnationals."
ECOPETROL reported that FARC rebels destroyed a segment of the pipeline carrying gasoline from
the Barrancabermeja refinery to the Caribbean coast, near El Copey, Cesar department. A gasoline
spill and subsequent fire caused no casualties. EPL rebel leaders were scheduled to arrive in Bogota
on Feb. 4 to receive formal pardons from President Cesar Gaviria. The president's peace adviser,
Jesus Antonio Bejarano, said the rebels would be coming in from their central camp, located in
northwestern Colombia. Government peace council spokespersons said procedures would soon be
underway to reintegrate about 1,800 EPL combatants into civilian life. Two EPL representatives, Jairo
Morales and Jaime Fajardo, will participate and vote in the Constituent Assembly. Feb. 5: The FARC
and the ELN commenced a major offensive to coincide with the opening session of the Constituent
Assembly. In one of the most violent incidents, eight people died and three were seriously injured
when a bomb exploded alongside a bus north of Medellin. Officials blamed FARC guerrillas. Rebel
groups numbering over 100 attacked police in northeastern and southern Colombia, resulting in
the deaths of 16 people. According to government officials, the death toll since Jan. 1 including
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rebels, soldiers, police and civilians resulting from rebel actions was 250. Rebel communiques say
the attacks are intended to force government troops into withdrawing from the Casa Verde camp.
In a statement released Tuesday, the rebels said their offensive is a protest against the exclusion
of the FARC and the ELN from the Constituent Assembly. Feb. 6: Since early Tuesday, FARC and
ELN rebels burned six buses, destroyed three bridges, bombed a radio transmission tower and 12
electricity towers and two sub-stations, shot down a helicopter, and launched 14 acts of sabotage
against oil infrastructure targets. Forty-seven persons were killed, 55 injured, and 20 reported
missing. Several regions of the country were without electricity and water. Attacks were reported in
San Jose del Guaviare, Norte de Santander, Valle del Cauca, Antioquia, Cordoba, Cauca, Santander
and Cesar departments. Bus company owners suspended operations in several departments after
a rebel communique promising to escalate attacks throughout Feb. 7. Oil pumping was once again
shut down after a segment of the Cano Limon-Covenas pipeline was dynamited near the country's
largest oil deposits at Tibu, 460 km. northeast of Bogota. Late Wednesday, rebels stormed a coal
mine owned by Carbones de Caribe in northern Colombia. According to an army communique, the
rebels bombed the company's offices, machinery and warehouse, causing damages estimated at $4.5
million. President Gaviria appealed to rebels to halt the offensive, described as the worst of the past
30 years. An army communique said that in apparent attempts to isolate Bogota, guerrillas knocked
down three television and electrical towers, blew up a bridge and set fire to cars and trucks in
villages outside the capital. Feb. 7: According to military sources, guerrillas attacked army and police
posts in three small towns. Two soldiers and an indeterminate number of rebels died in the fighting.
Feb. 8: Army and police reports indicated that about 50 rebels, public security agents and civilians
have died in fighting with rebels since Feb. 4. A state of emergency was declared in Cundinamarca
department, where Bogota is located. Troops backed by armor were guarding approaches to the
city. Guerrillas have blown up bridges in the area, blockaded highways, destroyed gas pipelines
and blown up high-tension electrical towers. The government warned bus and trucking companies
and private motorists to stay off highways in some parts of the country to avoid guerrilla attacks.
Interior Minister Humberto de la Calle told reporters that the government's National Security
Council intensified intelligence operations and protection for oil and coal companies. Feb. 8: In
a taped message delivered to Alvaro Leyva, a member of the Constituent Assembly, the FARC
and the ELN announced they had accepted a government offer to hold peace talks in Colombia
or abroad. Drafted by FARC leader Marulanda Velez and read by former Spanish priest Manuel
Perez of the ELN, the message did not mention a cease-fire proposed by the government on Feb. 4
as part of its offer for peace talks. The rebel leaders indicated their preference for holding the peace
talks in La Uribe. Interior Minister de la Calle said the negotiations would have to be held outside
Colombia because the military could not be denied the right to provide security in any part of the
country. De la Calle said the government would send a high-level delegation to the discussions
if the guerrillas agreed to talk. He added that in order for the FARC and the ELN to participate in
the Constituent Assembly, they must first disarm and reincorporate themselves in civilian society.
Government officials said more than 60 people have been killed in the rebel offensive since Feb. 4.
Fighting between rebels and security forces has killed at least 396 people since Dec. 9. Feb. 9: Police
reported that FARC rebels detonated a 10-kg. dynamite bomb at the Jaguas hydroelectric plant in
San Rafael municipality, Antioquia department, causing an estimated $5 million in damages. The
rebels reportedly occupied the plant for two hours. The government's electricity regulatory agency,
Interconexion Electrica (ISA), said the explosion destroyed the plant's control and where they placed
three dynamite charges. Sources of Interconexion Electrica (ISA) said only one of the bombs, 10 kg.,
exploded which destroyed the plant's control equipment. Feb. 9: About 60 rebels attacked the village
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of Arboledas, Norte de Santander department. After cutting off communications, the guerrillas
attacked 12 police officers on duty, and occupied the police post, a church and a school where
they took four nuns hostage. FARC rebels set fire to 16 vehicles owned by electricity companies in
Cundinamarca and Meta departments. Police sources said the vehicles were used by technicians
sent to repair electricity towers on the road linking Bogota and Villavicencio. In the same area, about
60 km. southeast of the capital, fighting between rebels and security forces caused the deaths of
a police officer and at least 12 rebels, including a rebel commander whose corpse was discovered
clad in a police officer's uniform. In Meta department, four FARC rebels were killed in fighting with
the army. Gen. Eddy Pallares, 4th brigade commander, said clashes occurred in several locales in
the mountains of Caqueta department, located in southwestern Colombia. A full casualty count,
he said, was not yet available. Feb. 10: Gen. Pallares said army and police actions have caused a
slowdown in the rebel offensive. In an interview with an Agence France-Presse correspondent
and another reporter, ELN leader Rafael Ortiz-Barrios said, "We will not put down our arms. If
the the government demands that we demobilize, that we retreat, the conflict will only get worse."
Ortiz-Barrios warned that if President Gaviria did not accept rebel demands, the conflict would
spread throughout the country, and guerrilla combatants would be deployed in large numbers
in Bogota, Medellin and other cities. He added, "We are stronger now than we have ever been in
our history." In reference to proposed negotiations with the government, Ortiz-Barrios said that
the talks must take place at the highest level, involving Gaviria or Interior Minister Humberto de
la Calle. He said international observers from France, Spain, Venezuela or Mexico should also
attend the talks. FARC and ELN rebel leaders have rejected the possibility of a settlement similar
to the one in which the M-19 and the EPL agreed to demobilize in exchange for an amnesty and
recognition as political parties. Ortiz-Barrios said ELN and FARC members would participate in the
Constituent Assembly only as representatives of their guerrilla factions. He added, "We are a force
with military capabilities. We have the capacity to make political decisions and to lead the country."
Ortiz-Barrios concluded the interview as follows: "We have no intention of giving in. We will not
go down on our knees." Feb. 11: At least 200 localities in central and southwestern Colombia were
without electricity and communications (telephone, telex, telegraph and fax) after rebels detonated
20 kg. of dynamite on Perico hill, located near the Suarez area of Tolima department, 400 km. south
of Bogota. The destroyed tower is the property of the Colombian Telecommunications Company
(TELECOM), which linked villages in Tolima, Caqueta, Cauca, Huila and Valle departments with
the rest of the country. Police said members of both the FARC and ELN participated in the attack. In
the previous week, the guerrilla alliance launched over 70 attacks against petroleum and electricity
infrastructure throughout the country. EFE reported that in the past week, rebels destroyed several
segments of the Cano Limon-Covenas pipeline and set fire to nearly 50 vehicles owned by the
government or transnational companies operating in the country. Feb. 13: The Defense Ministry
reported that rebels destroyed two electricity towers in rural Magdalena department. During a
12-hour occupation of the Via al Mar roadway between Medellin and Mututa, rebels set fire to 15
vehicles. Among the vehicles were three belonging to a roadway maintenance company, and a
truck carrying transformers and other electricity system materiel. In Santander department, rebels
released a group of reporters who had been abducted the previous week. ISA reported that attacks
on the electricity infrastructure affected 40% of power transmission in seven departments located in
the country's northwest, east, south and northeast, as well as in the Arauca territory, bordering on
Venezuela. According to a message by Manuel Perez, delivered by journalists released by the rebels,
the FARC and the ELN are willing to participate in peace talks with a presidential commission
under the following conditions: demilitarization of an area that previously served as a guerrilla
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headquarters; 20 rebels must participate in the Constituent Assembly; and, the talks must take place
in La Uribe. The rebels also condemned the president's newly decreed war tax to finance the fight
against the rebels and said peace talks must be open to any topic. The message indicated that the
FARC and ELN would designate a committee to make contact with the government. Journalists
Jairo Morales and Nestor Jerez of the Noticiero de las Siete, and Eduardo Santos and Marco Fidel
Quintero of TV Hoy, were abducted by rebels Feb. 7. They were released in Bucaramanga, capital
of Santander department. Official reports indicate that since Feb. 4, rebels have burned more than
100 vehicles, destroyed numerous electricity transmission towers and bridges, and have engaged
soldiers and polilce in combat throughout the country. According to the Defense Ministry, 40
members of the National Police and the army are currently being held hostage by the rebel alliance.
The security officers were taken prisoner in recent clashes in several locales, including Santander
department, and in El Meta, located 100 km. from Bogota. The government has reported 328 deaths
including civilians, police, government troops and rebels in the past 40 days. [Basic data from La
Prensa (Colombia), 01/24/91; EFE, 01/24/91, 01/26/91, 01/27/91, 02/03/91, 02/05/91, 02/06/91, 02/09/91,
02/11/91, 02/13/91; AFP, 01/25/91, 01/27/91, 01/28/91, 02/03/91, 02/08-11/91, 02/13/91; AP, 02/06/91,
02/08/91; Notimex, 02/06/91; New York Times, 01/27/91, 02/06/91]

-- End --
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